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Environmental Education: from policy to
practice
LAURA BARRAZA Universidad Nacional Auto´noma de Me´xico, Me´xico
ANA M. DUQUE-ARISTIZA´BAL King’s College, London, UK
GEISHA REBOLLEDO Universidad Pedago´gica Experimental Libertador, Caracas,
Venezuela
SUMMARY The ﬁeld of environmental education faces a process of continuous concep-
tual reconstruction that is underpinned by the complexity of the social and political
changes occurring throughout the world as consequences of environmental crises and the
different perspectives through which they are understood in different contexts. Thus
there is a need to review and reﬂect on the meanings of environmental education, its
theory and its practice. To address such issues the seminar, ‘Environmental Education:
from policy to practice’, was held at King’s College London in March 2001, under the
sponsorship of the British Council and directed by Justin Dillon. The seminar brought
together environmental educators from a broad spectrum—policy developers, researchers
and practitioners—from Belize, Botswana, Brazil, Canada, Colombia, Cyprus, the Czech
Republic, India, Mexico, the Russian Federation, Singapore, Swaziland, Sweden, the
United Kingdom, the United States of America, Venezuela and Zimbabwe. During a
thought-provoking six days the seminar discussed a diverse range of ideas about the
current trends and future practices in environmental education. In this report we
present our ‘reading’ and reﬂection on two major aspects of the discussion: the meanings
of environmental education and education for sustainable development in different
cultures and contexts. This we do from our own positions as academics working on
environmental education in Latin American contexts.
Introduction
Environmental education has been portrayed as ‘the process of recognising
values and clarifying concepts in order to develop skills and attitudes necessary
to understand and appreciate the inter-relatedness among man (sic), his culture



































348 L. Barraza et al.
and his bio-physical surroundings. It also entails practice in decision-making
and self-formulation of a code of behaviour about issues concerning environ-
mental quality’ (International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural
Resources [IUCN], 1970).
Environmental education emerged 30 years ago as an urgent alternative to
help modify human behaviour. Today, we are reorienting and redeﬁning the
paths in which environmental education needs to move forward. As a group, we
were concerned about why environmental education has failed in most of our
countries in promoting an active sense of participation among the population,
and why it is that for most underdeveloped countries education has not raised
the quality of life? We agreed that environmental education has a fundamental
role in doing this, and that it now needs to be reconstructed in terms of its
theory, practice and policy developments. As a starting point for our discussion,
we began reviewing the meaning of environmental education in different
cultures and contexts.
Meanings in Different Cultures and Contexts
All of us were engaged with environmental education, but we did not all agree
about each other’s understandings. But how much did we expect to agree with
each other, as clearly environmental education means different things to differ-
ent people in different contexts and it is applied according to their understand-
ing of environmental issues and political positions? And to what extent were we
prepared to change our own ideas of what environmental education is after
listening to others?
There were almost as many different conceptions of environmental education
as there were participants in the seminar. Some of us felt comfortable with such
variety; others of us felt the need for shared common ground through an
inclusive deﬁnition. However, there were commonalties in the shared broad
intentions, some common elements being used in the different approaches
espoused. At the same time we could appreciate the immense variety represent-
ing the contexts where participants came from. For some, the goal, seen from an
educational point of view, was to produce a change in people’s behaviour
towards the environment and nature through increased knowledge and aware-
ness, or through providing the ‘right’ information. Examples of this approach
were:
• A programme in Singapore that focused on giving audiences particular
information about the causes of environmental pollution in cities and aimed
at encouraging the development and use of clean technologies and practices.
• Another programme in Cyprus that focused on the interrelations within
environmental aspects and aimed to create an interdisciplinary curriculum in
which all such interrelations could be addressed.
Other participants saw it from a more sociological perspective in that they
believed that small-scale changes could produce better living conditions for
people in difﬁcult or deprived circumstances. Two examples were:
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invited to change some of their current ﬁshing practices for others more
environmentally sound, which at the same time represented better income
possibilities. Practices of eco-tourism were also encouraged within this project
to lessen the pressures on sea wildlife and encourage a productive alternative
for local villagers.
• Another project in Zimbabwe was acting on behalf of a local community to
lobby the national government in order to enable the community to ‘sell’ their
hunting rights as these could represent a better source of income. There were
some contrasting views concerning ethics and values of encouraging the
economic trade of ‘hunting rights’. Some participants expressed concern about
the fact that ‘selling hunting rights’ may not foster environmental values.
However, other participants argued that management practices needed to be
perceived and understood within the context of each particular culture.
Other participants, mostly from the UK, believed that environmental edu-
cation could provide people with the possibility of having different lenses to see
and understand the complexity and ‘messiness’ of environmental issues in
current times of continuous change. Thus, no unique deﬁnitions or answers
could be given and it was agreed that learners should be encouraged to
construct their own understandings of these issues, based on what they could
decide about their own context and the need for change.
For those of us coming from Latin America, environmental issues are tightly
linked with political issues within a North/South dimension. Thus, for example,
globally ‘agreed’ environmental education perspectives (such as ideas around
education for sustainable development) could be seen as providing the ‘North’
with yet another means to re-shape and re-deﬁne people’s behaviours and
thinking in the ‘South’, in what Escobar (1995) sees can become a subtle but
effective control mechanism, and another expression of neo-colonialism. Our
view was that environmental education needs to vary (perhaps greatly) from
region to region and be realised in different ways. In our part of the world,
before thinking of introducing a new concept to the population, we ﬁrst need to
guarantee that human communities in urban and rural areas will beneﬁt.
New paradigms in education are focused on moving towards a sustainable
society, but what does this mean? A sustainable society is often seen as one that
is democratic, participative and equitable. However, access to, and quality of,
education that countries in Latin America receive constantly reinforces practices
and values that are not sustainable, and (environmental) education cannot be
detached from political issues. For example, one project from Brazil worked with
landless communities on issues of land ‘recovery’, in what they term real
agrarian reform.
Participants coming from different contexts saw a more or less political edge
to their own conceptions of environmental education. Concepts such as democ-
racy, equity, justice, action, participation, etc. were related to different environ-
mental education deﬁnitions. However, what became apparent was that they
mean different things in different contexts, i.e. the Swedish realisable model of
democracy differs from models that are realisable in other countries. Does that
mean that we all should aspire to adopt/adapt the Swedish model, or is it better
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Of course, there were no deﬁnite answers and no closure to discussions. We
left the seminar with an enhanced perception of the variety and difference of
approaches to environmental education, understanding the different perspec-
tives where these voices came from, and appreciating the complexity of this
variety. Despite the difﬁculty of trying to communicate and share our own
approaches, we know there are no ‘deﬁnite’ or ‘right’ answers. This puts in
perspective international deﬁnitions and the political implications of trying to
implement them globally: these carry embedded issues of power, superiority
and legitimisation that need to be accounted for within global geopolitical
dynamics.
Education for Sustainable Development
From 1992, education for sustainable development appeared as a sub-movement
within environmental education in northern hemisphere countries, and now
works as a vehicle for the reconciliation of environment and development within
education, and the promotion, understanding and implementation of sustainable
development; and an important goal for education for sustainable development
is to move education itself towards more participatory practices and political
empowerment.
According to Sauve´ (1999), however, education for sustainable development
does not correspond to a change of epistemological, ethical, or strategic
paradigms, but to a progressive form of modernity that aims to preserve values
and practices of modernity. Sauve´ sees that, within this process of modernity,
education for sustainable development views education in a simplistic and
instrumental way, where it links environmental education with development,
and where development continues to be vague with no debate about the
profound structures of control and power of the capitalist model of economy.
Our own discussion of education for sustainable development was framed by an
illuminating presentation about sustainable development itself, by Michael Red-
clift (King’s College London). Redclift began the discussion by noting that
sustainable development is confronted with several different discourses, some of
which are mutually exclusive, leading to confusion and controversy. Redclift
argued that the concept was deceptive and obscures underlying complexities
and contradictions. His position raised questions on, for example, what is to be
sustained? How can sustainability be measured in different cultural contexts?
How are needs deﬁned in different cultures? Redclift argued that one of the
reasons why the concept of sustainable development is so full of tensions and
contradictions is because different people identify the objects of sustainability
differently. Meeting some people’s ‘needs’ effectively excludes the needs of
others. Thus, unless processes of social inequalities are made more visible and
are addressed, sustainable development discourses beg the question of whether
and how environmental costs are passed on from one group of people to
another, both within and between societies. He concluded that we need to refer
to processes of democracy and governance in the context of sustainable develop-
ment, which in our contexts may have positive effects on health, education, and
other basic services.
After Redclift’s helpful context setting, the seminar focused on education in
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(South Bank University), Stephen Sterling (independent consultant) and William
Scott (University of Bath: Centre for Research in Education and the Environ-
ment). Huckle argued that education for sustainable development embodies
different theoretical and philosophical positions, particularly those of socially
critical environmental education and green social theories. For Huckle, critical
education for sustainable development, within a postmodern context, enables a
critique of modern Western science and its goals of progress. If education for
sustainable development is an education for citizenship, based on a liberal
democratic model of society, Huckle asks ‘Are we educating or indoctrinating,
and are liberty, equity, solidarity universal values that we all agree with?’
Huckle argued that sustainability requires a truly democratic society where
everyone’s interests are fully addressed. A critical education for a sustainable
development approach is of great relevance if awareness and actions about
contextual conditions of the environment are to be given importance in the
educational system. We believe that we cannot be educating critically for
sustainable development if a large proportion of the world’s population lives is
extreme poverty. According to the United Nations Educational Scientiﬁc and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 2000), one in ﬁve adults in the world is
illiterate, and most of them are women. Unless issues of equal access and good
quality of education to the human population are addressed, the ideal of a
sustainable society cannot be achieved.
Stephen Sterling placed his position between the critical perspective and an
approach embodying systemic-holistic-ecological thinking. He argued that the
education system in general is more interested in teaching than in learning and
called for a change in this mindset. He asked a key question: If sustainability
requires fundamental changes in different areas of life and human organisation,
what sort of changes in education and learning are also required? Underpinning
this question is the widely recognised idea that education has not worked
towards sustainable development and that instead it might be working for
unsustainability. But how can society and education change together? In order
to answer these questions Sterling pointed to the need to understand the nature
of educational paradigms as prerequisites for attaining any changes in edu-
cation, and argued that the legitimation of sustainable development in the
educational mainstream is a ﬁrst step which can be followed by reformation and
transformation of the educational system itself at the micro-level—that of
schools—and at the macro-level of policy development and implementation. We
believed there is a need to incorporate some principles in the educational agenda
in order to achieve a sustainable society. A ﬁrst principle should be to develop
a pedagogy for sustainable development based on constructive, transformative
and participatory approaches. This requires teaching and learning methods that
promote a critical and a reﬂexive perspective in their learners.
William Scott reminded us that the school curriculum in England now goes so
far as to seek to secure the learner’s personal commitment to sustainable
development. He asked, in the light of this, what the implications were for
environmental education; if it still has a place in the curriculum, what contribu-
tion did it make? We all agreed that environmental education still had a role
within the curriculum. We felt that it is an epistemological pillar of sustainable
development, and thus is part of education for sustainable development.
Of course, to develop education for sustainable development in schools
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teachers able to adopt this? (b) Is education for sustainable development con-
sidered ethical if it sets out to impose a pattern of development that not all might
agree with? (c) Does education for sustainable development lock environmental
education within the logic of development and economic growth, and does it
take into account North/South power relations with respect to knowledge
production and deﬁnitions of social, political, economic and cultural expres-
sions? It seems to us that the discourse of education for sustainable development
has become so inﬂuential, especially in northern hemisphere countries, that it
represents a sub-movement within environmental education where it represents
a shift away from the concept of environmental education as understood in the
1970s and 1980s. Huckle suggests (1999, p. 38) that this shift took place because
environmental education ‘carrie[d] too much “baggage”, and [was] too closely
associated with nature studies, and natural science’. Thus, education for sustain-
able development is seen to be more concerned with social and cultural aspects
of nature than environmental education ever was.
Education for sustainable development’s concerns about social aspects affect-
ing nature are expressed through its promotion of public participation in
decision-making and its consequent empowering nature, which are seen as core
aspects of a democratic society (Fagan, 1998; Sterling, 1998; Webster, 1998; Wals
& Jickling, 2000). Our concern is that promotion of participation in decision-
making is related within education for sustainable development to the concept
of ‘capacity building’—understood as the increase of people’s potential. How-
ever attempts to increase people’s capacity through education for sustainable
development carries embedded power-differential assumptions about ‘what
capacity is, who has it and who can build it’ (Warburton, 1998, p. 24). Addition-
ally, if ‘[c]apacity-building is a strategy whose starting point is to encourage,
reinforce and build social capital’ (Warburton, 1998, p. 25), it may privilege
economic values and rationales by simply re-conceptualising humanity within
the logic of capital. We are aware that capacity-building relates strongly to the
concept of ‘Education for Human Capital’ proposed by the World Bank in the
late 1980s to ideas of increased productivity and economic growth (Jones, 1997).
In Colombia, some interpretations of environmental education, mainly from
some governmental spheres, draw on this concept of ‘Education for Human
Capital’. Similarly, the concept of sustainable development, which is the central
goal of education for sustainable development, has been criticised because of its
implicit economic bias. Sauve´ (1999, p. 5) for example argues that:
the concept of sustainable development stresses the close links between
the economy and the environment (as does environmental education),
but it emphasises the developmental pole of the problematic. The
environment becomes a constraint that must be taken into account in
order to maintain the trajectory of development. Mastery of nature
takes the form of control or management of the environment.
The education for sustainable development discourse forges a link between
education and sustainable development by extrapolating economic values into
education practice. Therefore, education for sustainable development explicitly
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implementation of sustainable development, and to reconciling views on conser-
vation and development interests which might previously have been in tension.
Education for sustainable development also promotes a model of the environ-
mentally responsible citizen (Hungerford & Volk, 1990) by seeing education as
‘indispensable to changing people’s attitudes’ (United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development (UNCED), 1992, Ch. 36, p. 8), implying individ-
ual responsibility for environmental problems. For example, according to Parry
and Scott the UK Government 1994 Sustainable Development Strategy stresses
that:
education and training … can provide the population and even the
workforce, with an understanding of how the environment relates to
everyday issues and what action they can take personally to reduce
their own impact on the environment. (Parry & Scott, 1997, p. 2)
This concept of the environmentally responsible citizen can shift the focus
away from understanding environmental issues within a wider context in which
political, social, cultural and economic factors are also seen to play a key role.
Both education for sustainable development and education for sustainability
have been criticised for aiming to provide a ‘globalised’ education by proposing
universal truths, universal goals and universal curricula. Berryman’s (1999,
p. 51) criticisms are vigorous:
[the] single vision for a global and total education for a sustainable
future, in all nations, for all people, for all ages, in every context and
every curricula is a form of totalitarian omnipotent hypermodernity. It
would seem to exacerbate some of the most debilitating aspects of
Western capitalism and industrial modernity and export them every-
where on earth.
As a response to extensive criticism to education for sustainable development,
UNESCO as manager of Agenda 21, Chapter 36, shifted the concept towards an
‘Education for a Sustainable Future’ (UNESCO, 2000, p. 3). Sustainability became
the new ‘buzz’ word in the environmental movement in the 1990s, and gained
prominence with the publication of Caring for the Earth: a strategy for sustainable
living. In this document, IUCN/United Nations Environmental Education Pro-
gram (UNEP)/World Wildlife Fund (WWF) (1991, p. 3), the proposed principles
for a sustainable society were to:
respect and care for the community of life, improve the quality of
human life, conserve the Earth’s vitality and diversity, minimise the
depletion of non-renewable resources, keep within the Earth’s carrying
capacity, change personal attitudes and practices, enable communities
to care for their own environments, provide a national framework for
integrating development and conservation, and forge a global alliance.
The idea of a sustainable society seemed to overcome the previous develop-
mental bias of sustainable development, as the values of progress and growth do
not appear so prominent. However, the tension between ‘conservation’ and
‘development’ still exists in these later principles. To add to the confusion,
discourses such as those of UNESCO and IUCN, some academics (e.g. Wals &
Jickling, 2000) and some national governmental policies have used the terms
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ence to a ‘self-reliant development’ (UNESCO, 2000, p. 3). The following exam-
ple shows the IUCN’s (1993, p. 5) indiscriminate use of both these terms:
Education for Sustainability (or Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment) may be a more suitable term to express the need for education to
encompass the ﬁelds of ‘environment’ and ‘development’.
Some writers have challenged the anthropocentric values underpinning edu-
cation for sustainability, as well as its embedded separation of humans and
nature (see Sauve´, 1999, p. 10). Other critiques of the concept of ‘sustainability’
refer both to its nature and viability:
What is to be sustained? For what purpose is the phenomenon/
system/activity intended to be sustained? Is sustainability equivalent to
stability? Is sustainability recognised by there being ‘no-change’? If so,
what parameters are expected to show ‘no-change’? Is sustainability
natural? (Lucas, 1995, n.p.)
Other theorists claim that different interpretations exist for education for
sustainability according to the constructed meaning of ‘sustainability’ and re-
lated underlying philosophical and political stands (Huckle & Sterling, 1996,
p. xiv). Huckle’s interpretation of education for sustainability, for example, is
based on a radical ideological stand, arguing that it ‘seeks to expose contradic-
tion, ideology and politics, and allows learners to glimpse genuinely democratic
and empowering meanings’ (Huckle, 1999, p. 40). Advocates of such radical
education for sustainability would argue that issues of social justice, leading to
citizen empowerment, must take prominence, and that issues of equality—eth-
nic, gender and class—should be addressed at the core of all social institutions.
What was Achieved at the Seminar?
Some of the most important aspects of the seminar were: (1) the opportunity to
share our views and thoughts about environmental education within a diverse
and rich group of participants; (2) to be able to enrich and reﬂect on our own
perspectives; and (3) most importantly, this seminar allowed us to understand
others’ views in a wider context.
A key feature of the seminar was to allow the expression of different voices
describing the meanings and roles of environmental education within a plurality
of cultural worlds. It was clear that environmental education should include
social, political, economic, historical and cultural aspects as well as ecological
ones.
We are aware of the importance of leaving the discussion on ‘environmental
education: from policy to practice’ open. As a group, we committed ourselves to
return to our countries and continue with this discussion. The majority of the
participants support values of pluralism and diversity of contexts. Because of
this it is almost impossible to agree on having a single, unique deﬁnition of
environmental education, or education for sustainable development. The prob-
lem is not the existence of a wide range of conceptions of environmental
education, rather it is the fact that there is often a wide gap between discourse
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Taking a political view of the North–South controversy, we believed that an
unquestioned adoption of the concept of ‘education for sustainable develop-
ment’ offers the possibility of providing the North with yet another tool to
re-deﬁne social, economic and political structures in the South, where some
voices claim the need to untie environmental education from hegemonic West-
ern models of development (Duque-Aristiza´bal, 2002). The complexity of social,
political, and economic aspects of different countries require the formulation of
environmental education initiatives grounded on analyses of particular contexts.
Models that work in northern hemisphere countries and contexts are not
necessarily applicable, meaningful or useful in the South (Duque-Aristiza´bal,
2002). This need for such contextualisation gives environmental education a
highly political dimension. Importing conceptualisations of education for sus-
tainable development or education for sustainability, as presented by the speak-
ers, would possibly challenge power and hegemonic structures within northern
and southern contexts alike. However, the adoption of these northern constructs
(e.g. education for sustainable development) is blind to issues of global geo-
political power differential, where, in a globalising world, the North invests
itself with the authority and institutional structure necessary to design, provide
and develop the ‘needed’ models of social organisation that the South should
follow. These situations, if unchallenged, leave the North—once again—in a
position of superiority over other forms of cultural organisation.
Some participants agreed with Huckle’s argument that the postmodernist
approach to education for the 21st century should be based on critical and social
theories of the environment and development, in order to link the prospects for
sustainability to new forms of economy, social welfare, governance and edu-
cation. This social dimension is becoming more relevant within the education
curriculum. Therefore, education should help citizens to become aware and to
reﬂect and act on these meanings. We think that environmental education
remains a fundamental and unavoidable dimension of contemporary education.
The challenge is to ﬁnd the basis of an education capable of promoting
an integral human development, to which environmental education offers an
essential contribution.
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